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abstract  This essay investigates the status and activity of a neglected figure 
in the history of collecting, John Bagford, and other tradesmen navigating the 
elite world of the virtuosi. It argues that tradesmen were not merely passive 
suppliers of specialist services to their gentlemen patrons but active shapers 
of virtuoso culture with a strong sense of collective identity. It outlines the vari-
ous strategies used by Bagford to stake out a valued position in this elite world of 
collecting, such as his ability to create and maintain networks between collec-
tors. It also discusses Bagford and his tradesman friends’ promotion of ballads 
and playing cards as “curious” collectibles, which had the effect of both demon-
strating their intellectual curiosity and enhancing their retailing opportunities.
keywords: virtuoso culture; curiosity; collecting; empiricism; book auc-
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   John Bagford (1650/51–1716) was born in Fetter Lane, London, and raised 
as a shoemaker. Little else is known of his life until the early 1680s, when he began 
to make a living as a “book runner,” providing clients with printed books and man-
uscripts. In this role, he built a reputation for his honesty, expertise in early print, 
and ability to spot rare lots at auction. He assisted many important collectors of the 
time, such as Robert Harley, Hans Sloane, Samuel Pepys, John Moore (bishop of Nor-
wich), and Edward Lhuyd (keeper of the Ashmolean Museum), among others. He 
also amassed his own impressive collections of broadside ballads, title pages, printed 
ephemera, and manuscript fragments. Alongside these collections survive copious 
notes made in preparation for a history of London, a history of shoemaking, and his 
magnum opus on the history of printing. This last project began around 1686 when 
he became involved in book auctions; it was publicly proposed in 1706 but never came 
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to fruition, and many of his fellow antiquaries hoped his notes would eventually 
become “digested” into a readable format.1
Bagford is a neglected figure in the history of collecting. Studies of anti-
quarianism and art history gloss over him as “an eccentric shoemaker and collec-
tor of ballads.”2 Nineteenth-century bibliographers held Bagford in particularly 
low esteem, one describing him as a “credulous” “bibliographical forager” who 
always “expressed his astonishment at the most common productions.”3 Since 
then, Milton Gatch has reevaluated Bagford’s achievementws as a collector and 
antiquary whose papers provide “richer resources” for the study of the book trade 
than any of his contemporaries and await “fuller investigation.”4 There are some 
twenty-five volumes in the British Library’s manuscript collections, and at least 
ninety-one volumes in the early printed collections. These contain Bagford’s cor-
respondence, accounts, and research notes, as well as his collections of manuscript 
and print fragments.5 This essay uses these papers to understand Bagford’s activi-
ties in relation to a growing literature on early modern networking, reciprocity, 
and retailing in order to draw out the social significance of collecting. Bagford was 
remarkably successful at combining his intellectual, social, and commercial net-
works, and an analysis of his activities highlights some of the “social processes of 
1.  Walter Clavell to Bagford, February 21, 1708, British Library [hereafter BL], Harley 
MS 5997, fol. 53. The proposal was published in the Royal Society’s Philosophical Transactions 
25, nos. 305–12 (1706).
2.  Joan Evans, A History of the Society of Antiquaries (Oxford, 1956), 38. See also Land-
marks in Print Collecting: Connoisseurs and Donors at the British Museum since 1753, ed. Antony 
Griffiths (London, 1996), 26; Graham Parry and Hugh Macandrew, “The John Talman Letter-
Book,” Walpole Society 59 (1997): 3–179 at 8; Sidney Colvin, Early Engraving and Engravers in 
England, 1545–1695 (London, 1905), 132. A later study drops the pejorative term eccentric but 
nonetheless refers to Bagford in passing only as “a shoemaker and a collector of old ballads.” See 
Rosemary Sweet, Antiquaries: The Discovery of the Past in Eighteenth-Century Britain (London, 
2004), 84.
3.  T. F. Dibdin, Bibliomania or Book Madness (London, 1811), 431.
4.  Milton McC. Gatch, “John Bagford, Bookseller and Antiquary,” British Library Jour-
nal 12 (1986): 150–71 at 157; Gatch “John Bagford as a Collector and Disseminator of Manuscript 
Fragments,” The Library 7, no. 2 (1985): 95–114 at 106.
5.  The Bagford collections have a complicated history. Many retain their creator’s 
general organization, though none have been left entirely untouched. In 1891 the manu-
script and printed items were separated and moved to their respective departments, and 
in 1814 and 1900 a total of 1,022 items were removed from their volumes into the Prints & 
Drawings department. See T. A. Birrell, “Anthony Wood, John Bagford and Thomas Hearne as 
Bibliographers,” in Pioneers in Bibliography, ed. Robin Myers and Michael Harris (Winchester, 
U.K., 1988), 29–32. For a full bibliography, see Arthur Freeman, “Everyman and Others, Part I: 
Some Fragments of Early English Printing, and Their Preservers,” The Library 9, no. 3 (2008): 
267–305 at 268n3.
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knowledge creation.”6 The essay also focuses upon Bagford’s status as a tradesman 
to highlight the significance of this social group to the elite “virtuoso culture” of 
the late seventeenth century.
In Bagford’s lifetime the public audience for natural philosophy and antiquar-
ianism expanded significantly. This virtuoso culture encouraged the viewing and 
collecting of “curiosities” and “rarities” in both public and private venues: from the 
exhibitions held in cosmopolitan coffeehouses to the gentleman’s cabinet of curiosity. 
Members of this culture modeled themselves on the Italian Renaissance cultural elite, 
gentlemen-scholars who promoted art and learning.7 The “New Science” inspired by 
Francis Bacon, with its empirical approach to the study of natural philosophy and 
antiquity, was an important factor in the spread of virtuoso culture as both a fashion-
able “sensibility” and an intellectual project. In response to this burgeoning scien-
tific scene, retailing and manufacturing tradesmen catered to the virtuosi with new 
goods and services.8 Bagford made a living within this context, supplying his elite 
clients with not only books but also exotic artificialia and naturalia (“an ould Roman 
Coyne” or a “shell taken out of chalke”).9 On several occasions he sent specimens to 
institutions such as the Royal Society and the Ashmolean Museum.10 Thus as early 
as 1683, Bagford was described as “a Searcher into Antiquities, Arts and Ingenuities, 
much above what might be expected from one of his Education and Literature.”11
There is nevertheless still much to know about the relationship between social 
status, collecting, and the activities of tradesmen. The “culture of curiosity” was a 
hierarchical one, to be sure. Steven Shapin has shown that codes of honor and civility 
6.  Lindsay O’Neill, The Opened Letter: Networking in the Early Modern British World 
(Philadelphia, 2014), 5. See also Kate Loveman, “Books and Sociability: The Case of Samuel 
Pepys’s Library,” Review of English Studies 61 (2010): 214–33; Steven Shapin, A Social History of 
Truth: Civility and Science in Seventeenth-Century England (London, 1994), 359; Sweet, Anti-
quaries, 61; Elizabeth Yale, Sociable Knowledge: Natural History and the Nation in Early Modern 
Britain (Philadelphia, 2016).
7.  Walter E. Houghton Jr., “The English Virtuoso in the Seventeenth Century: Part I,” 
Journal of the History of Ideas 3, no. 1 (1942): 51–74 at 57, 63; Brian Cowan, The Social Life of Cof-
fee: The Emergence of the British Coffeehouse (London, 2005). The literature on collecting and 
scientific culture is huge, but see Craig Ashley Hanson, The English Virtuoso: Art, Medicine, and 
Antiquarianism in the Age of Empiricism (Chicago, 2009); Ken Arnold, Cabinets for the Curious: 
Looking Back at Early English Museums (Aldershot, U.K., 2006); Lorraine Daston and Katharine 
Park, Wonders and the Order of Nature, 1150–1750 (London, 1998), 230; and Paula Findlen, Pos-
sessing Nature: Museums, Collecting, and Scientific Culture in Early Modern Italy (London, 1994).
8.  See, for example, D. J. Bryden and D. L. Simms, “Spectacles Improved to Perfection 
and Approved of by the Royal Society,” Annals of Science 50, no. 1 (1993): 1–32.
9.  Delivered “with outher thinges in nature & Arte.” See “Bagford’s account book 
c. July 22 1705 to July 1708,” BL, Harley MS 5998, fol. 60v.
10.  Letters from Edward Lhuyd to Bagford, 1702 to 1708, BL, Harley MS 4966, fols. 172–75, 
177–81, 186; Thomas Birch, The History of the Royal Society of London, vol. 4 (London, 1756), 112, 290.
11.  Edward Chamberlayne, The Present State of England (London, 1693), 267.
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among gentlemen created the perception that this social group was the most credible 
contributor to the Baconian empirical project. In contrast, tradesmen were reputedly 
driven by self-interest, cunning, and dependency.12 Such prejudice against tradesmen 
existed in tension with the Royal Society’s emphasis on the utility of knowledge. As 
Thomas Sprat declared, it was for “Mechanicks, and Artificers” that “the True Natural 
Philosophy should be principally intended.”13 Whereas gentlemen could rely upon 
their implicit credibility and “the advantages of a liberal Education,”14 tradesmen 
who wished to participate in virtuoso culture itself had to prove themselves particu-
larly “useful” to the task at hand, “being first known to be diligent and industrious 
men in their private and lower spheres.”15 Michael Hunter claims that the contri-
bution of members of this social group to virtuoso culture was largely confined to 
their trade specialties, lacking as they did the “intellectual curiosity” of their elite 
clientele.16 This essay, by contrast, will bring Bagford’s collecting achievements to the 
foreground. It argues that such tradesmen were not just passive suppliers of services 
but also active shapers of virtuoso culture.
Understanding the contributions of tradesmen requires a new perspective on 
their combined retailing and intellectual activities. Bagford and his fellow tradesmen 
may have lacked the conventional education and resources of the elite virtuosi, but 
they were adept at adding cultural value to objects and promoting them to their clien-
tele. After all, retailers of all kinds displayed their possessions in ways not so different 
from those employed by virtuosi. Front-of-house display objects were in fact more 
frequently owned by retailing tradesmen than by the gentry, and such objects created 
an “ambience of gentility and fashion.” Nancy Cox has suggested that this was part of 
their advertisement strategy: “[if] the tradesman’s house, and indeed his own person, 
were the showcases by which he displayed his wares, it follows that he played a crucial 
role in giving significance to ‘things.’ ”17 Anthropological models of collecting as an 
extreme form of consumption are instructive here. Collectibles are created by taking 
objects out of their utilitarian and economic context in order to give them new mean-
ings. Collecting can then become a form of social competition (or a “tournament of 
12.  Shapin, A Social History of Truth, chap. 3. For more on the elitist makeup of virtuoso 
and antiquarian communities, see Hunter, Science and Society, 71, 87; Sweet, Antiquaries, 31, 
106; D. C. Douglas, English Scholars, 1660–1730 (London, 1951), 19; and Walter Houghton Jr., 
“The History of Trades: Its Relation to Seventeenth-Century Thought,” Journal of the History of 
Ideas 2, no. 1 (1941): 33–60 at 49–50.
13.  Quoted from Christopher Hill, “Sir Isaac Newton and His Society,” in Change and 
Continuity in Seventeenth-Century England (London, 1974), 257.
14.  Thomas Hearne to Browne Willis, May 8, 1716, in Thomas Hearne, Remarks and 
Collections, ed. C. E. Doble, 11 vols. (Oxford, 1885–98), 5:218 [hereafter R&C].
15.  Daniel Defoe, The Complete English Tradesman (London, 1726), 48.
16.  Michael Hunter, Science and Society in Restoration England (Cambridge, 1981), 74. 
See also the “invisible technicians” described in Shapin, A Social History of Truth, chap. 8.
17.  Nancy Cox, The Complete Tradesman: A Study of Retailing, 1550–1820 (Aldershot, 
U.K., 2000), 137–38.
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value”) in which collectors lower down in the social hierarchy are priced out of the 
collectible market by the elite. As a result, the socially aspirant seek to amass cultural 
capital through investments in new collectibles, not yet recognized by the elite and so 
still affordable.18 The elevation of print portraits over oil paintings in this period as 
“a Cheape, and so much a Usefuller Curiositie” resembles such a process.19 This essay 
will argue that the same can be said for Bagford and his tradesman friends’ enhance-
ment of “common productions” such as broadside ballads and playing cards into col-
lectibles. This was achieved through the promotion of these objects as intellectual 
curiosities and their advertisement to gentlemen clients. Bagford therefore provides 
an example of the way the intellectual curiosity of tradesmen enhanced their retail-
ing opportunities and, in the process, shaped the cultural world of the elite virtuosi.
Looking at the joint collecting and retailing achievements of tradesmen clari-
fies their position within the socially diverse coffeehouse milieu of the late seven-
teenth century. In coffeehouses, social distinctions were lessened and new patterns 
of sociability formed; this was their “moderne advantage,” as John Aubrey put it, 
“before which men knew not how to be acquainted, but with their owne relations, 
or societies.”20 Brian Cowan has argued that virtuoso culture’s “ethic” of curiosity 
encouraged the consumption of new commodities such as coffee within these vibrant 
spaces, which hosted auctions, clubs, and exhibitions of exotic curiosities accessible 
to a fee-paying public. As such, the coffeehouse competed with the court and country 
house to become the “primary site for the newer, more public, more commercialized, 
and urbanized modes of virtuoso sociability.” Virtuoso culture in its coffeehouse 
form provided “an entryway into the rites of gentlemanly sociability.”21 Yet fledgling 
gentlemen such as Samuel Pepys were the ones who most visibly took advantage of 
these new opportunities. We know that tradesmen used these spaces to promote their 
goods and services, but their activities, except as specialist suppliers or topics of elite 
condemnation, remain obscure.22 Barbara Benedict offers one explanation for their 
neglect by setting up the period as a conflict between the nascent middle class and the 
18.  Krzysztof Pomian, Collectors and Curiosities: Paris and Venice, 1500–1800, trans. 
Elizabeth Wiles-Portier (Cambridge, 1990), 35–40; Arjun Appadurai, “Introduction: Commod-
ities and the Politics of Value,” in The Social Life of Things: Commodities in Cultural Perspective, 
ed. Appadurai (Cambridge, 1986), 21. For an excellent use of this model, see Monika Schmitter, 
“ ‘Virtuous Riches’: The Bricolage of Cittadini Identities in Early-Sixteenth-Century Venice,” 
Renaissance Quarterly 57, no. 3 (2004): 914–15.
19.  John Evelyn to Pepys, August 1689, Particular Friends: The Correspondence of 
Samuel Pepys and John Evelyn, ed. Guy De la Bédoyère (Woodbridge, U.K., 1998), 197.
20.  John Aubrey, Brief Lives, vol. 1, ed. Andrew Clark (Oxford, 1898), 10.
21.  Cowan, The Social Life of Coffee, 112, 12. Cf. William B. MacGregor, “The Authority 
of Prints: An Early Modern Perspective,” Art History 22, no. 3 (1999): 389–420 at 397.
22.  On elite condemnation see Cowan, The Social Life of Coffee, chap. 4; Steven Pincus, 
“ ‘Coffee Politicians Does Create’: Coffeehouses and Restoration Political Culture,” Journal of 
Modern History 67, no. 4 (1995): 807–34; Markman Ellis, The Coffee-House: A Cultural History 
(London, 2011), chap. 5; John Brewer, The Pleasures of the Imagination: English Culture in the 
Eighteenth Century (London, 1997), 40.
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aristocracy, wherein upstart collectors challenged “the order of nature and society” 
by coopting the culture of curiosity in “an attempt to poach the status of their social 
superiors.”23 An analysis of Bagford and his network shows, however, that tradesmen 
in virtuoso culture had a strong sense of their identity and hierarchical position. They 
were able to self-consciously justify their activities in terms of their use, value, and 
“honesty.” Turning to these activities highlights their important creative roles in the 
culture of curiosity.
  Bagford’s Success in Virtuoso Culture
The activities of Bagford and other tradesmen within virtuoso culture depended 
upon Baconian empiricism. This intellectual agenda could justify their participation 
within the projects of the recently founded Royal Society. Empirical knowledge was 
not improved through isolated personal observation alone, and instead called for a 
body of assistants, correspondents, and collectors to gather observations on “particu-
lars” that could be collated by the Royal Society’s central committee. In principle, this 
had the “leveling effect” of allowing anyone to contribute toward their “store-house” 
of factual observations.24 Searching high and low for curiosities and demonstrating 
their usefulness to the virtuosi within this empirical framework was thus a means 
by which Bagford combined his intellectual and commercial activities. Collecting 
and compiling was a “laboriouse journey and searche,” as the earlier antiquary John 
Leland framed it—a phrase that could equally apply to Bagford’s activities.25
One way in which Bagford enacted his laborious searches was by serving as 
an agent at book auctions. From 1676 onward, auctions became important events in 
the virtuosi’s calendar. Bagford helped to arrange and spread word of auctions; he 
was adept at snapping up cheap curiosities; and he often bought lots on behalf of his 
clients or sent them selections of material he thought they would approve.26 Bagford 
also promoted auctions as a benefit to the “Learned World,” contrary to the opin-
ion of those critics who disliked the way they dispersed collections into the hands 
23.  Barbara M. Benedict, Curiosity: A Cultural History of Early Modern Inquiry 
 (London, 2001), 22–23.
24.  Hunter, Science and Society, 64–65.
25.  Bagford’s intellectual projects descended from an earlier antiquarian tradition that 
overlapped with the New Science. See Graham Parry, The Trophies of Time: English Antiquar-
ians of the Seventeenth Century (Oxford, 2007).
26.  For example, Thomas Tanner to Bagford [ca. 1696], BL, Harley MS 4966, fol. 114. 
Bagford would often include copies of auction catalogues gratis to entice his clients. For 
example, Walter Clavell to Bagford, November 23, 1707, BL, Harley MS 5997, fol. 109 and pas-
sim. See also his frequent deliveries of auction catalogues recorded in his account book, BL, 
Harley MS 5998, fols. 129, 18v, 42v, 58, 74v. Bagford’s appearance as a buyer in annotated auction 
catalogues is discussed in T. A. Birrell, “Books and Buyers,” in Aspects of Book Culture in Early 
Modern England, ed. Jos Blom (Abingdon, U.K., 2013), 34.
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of private individuals rather than amassing them in public institutions.27 Bagford 
argued that “books being sold by auction, and printing catalogues, [had] given great 
light to the knowledge of books” by bringing to public view “scarce and valuable 
books, which before stood dusty in studies, shops, and warehouses.”28 In soliciting 
Sloane’s patronage, Bagford referred to his own “observations on Several hundred 
. . . old Printed books,” which “very few have had the like opportunity of seeing, hav-
ing been concerned in most of the great Libraries that have been sold by Auction 
since the year 1686.” It was “in seeing the books themselves, and not trusting to oth-
ers Eyes” that Bagford claimed his research was useful.29 Personal observation was 
lacking from earlier histories of printing, and Bagford criticized their overreliance on 
authority such that “one Author follows anothers opinion altho many times for the 
worse.”30 Bagford’s practical experience in the book trade, by contrast, allowed him 
to build a reputation for having a “very good notion of Binding, Parchment, Paper, 
Ink, Hands, [and] Illumination,” which, in his own empirical terms, was gained 
through “plain rule by observation.”31
Aside from book auctions, Bagford searched out and rescued fragments of 
print and manuscripts destined to become waste paper in book bindings. Bagford’s 
collection of title pages and manuscript fragments led to accusations in the nine-
teenth century that he was a “wicked old biblioclast” who maliciously cut apart books 
of future bibliographical value.32 However, Bagford’s search-and-rescue activity is 
understandable in the context of virtuoso culture. It was akin to John Evelyn’s rec-
ommendation that the “learned and curious” must be ready to explore “the most 
neglected corners of Shops, and other obscure places, however cover’d with dust and 
cobwebs, wherever one may heare or suspect some old Parchments may have been 
27.  Anthony Wood, quoted in The Obituary of Richard Smyth, Secondary of the Poultry 
Compter, London, ed. Henry Ellis (London, 1849), x; Evelyn to Pepys, August 26, 1689, in Par-
ticular Friends, ed. Bédoyère, 198.
28.  “An Account of the several Libraries, public and private, in and about London,” 
BL, Harley MS 5900, fol. 33. Printed in The Monthly Miscellany, or memoirs for the curious, 
vol. 11 (June 1708). See also Bodleian Library [hereafter Bod.], MS Rawl. D. 375, fol. 141; Bagford, 
“The History of Printing & ye time when found out,” BL, Harley MS 5893, fol. 19v.
29.  BL, Harley MS 5910 III, fol. 120. Printed in Robert Steele, “John Bagford’s Own 
Account of His Collection of Title-Pages, etc.,” The Library, n.s., 8 (1907): 223–24. And an earlier 
version at BL, Sloane MS 1435, fol. 5.
30.  Bagford to Thomas Hearne, Bod., MS Rawl. H. 21–22, fol. 19. The main histories 
that Bagford contended with were Adrien de Jonghe, Batavia (1588); Richard Atkyns, The Origi-
nal and Growth of Printing (1664); and Joseph Moxon, Mechanick Exercises . . . applied to the art 
of printing (London, 1683), which relied upon John Wallis’s observations on the subject. Richard 
Smith (d. 1682) and Brian Twyne (1581–1644) were other early figures interested in printing’s 
history. See Hearne to Edward Thwaites, March 13, 1707, BL, Harley MS 5906B, fol. 72. I have 
modernized spelling in quotations in Bagford’s hand.
31.  Humfrey Wanley to Trinity College, August 24, 1701, BL, Harley MS 4966, fol. 124; 
Bagford to Hearne, Bod., MS Rawl. H. 20, fol. 2.
32.  Gatch, “John Bagford as a Collector,” 106.
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cast.”33 This search took Bagford into secondhand bookstores such as the one owned 
by his close colleague, Christopher Bateman.34 “It is wonderfull to consider what 
great quantities of Books of the first printers have been destroyed by Bookbinders 
& Glovers,” he observed.35 And by rescuing old books from oblivion, Bagford was 
able to share with more elite antiquaries a disdain for the ill-usage of these valuable 
objects: “Books like the Utensils of an House or our wearing Cloaths when out of 
Fashion are thrown by as useless But the antiquary hoards them of the oldest date & 
esteems them his greatest Treasure.”36 The rationale behind Bagford’s collections and 
his book-running activities was therefore entirely complementary to the intellectual 
agenda of the elite virtuosi.
But a tradesman’s success in virtuoso culture depended on whom he knew as 
much as what he knew. Recent scholarship has emphasized how knowledge was gen-
erated in this period by means of social and intellectual networks, which were used 
by both elites and more marginal figures.37 As a book runner with no fixed abode, 
Bagford was mobile enough to become not only a “Searcher” for curiosities but also 
a lynchpin in networks connecting other collectors. He often traveled out of London 
to Oxford, Cambridge, and Amsterdam, relaying letters and news back and forth. 
He shared the latest word on recent acquisitions and appointments by libraries and 
museums and on book proposals, subscribers, and auctions.38 In addition, Bagford 
used the traditional ritual of gift giving to expand his network and build reciprocal 
antiquarian relationships.39 This helped him deflect attention away from his poten-
tially self-interested mechanical motivations. Bagford avoided being tarred with this 
stereotype, except for one occasion upon which he was insulted by the unhinged 
Dutch gentleman-scholar, Adrian Beverland. Debt-ridden from a life of debauchery, 
Beverland was forced to sell his library and claimed that Bagford and two other book-
sellers (Pierce Tempest and John Bull) had conspired to profit on the sale by defaming 
his reputation. Beverland described these tradesmen as “Devourers of Vertuosoo’s, 
and their Widows, and Orphans” and he warned that “no Gentleman is secure of 
33.  “On Manuscripts,” quoted from Arnold Hunt, “Sloane as a Collector of Manu-
scripts,” in From Books to Bezoars: Sir Hans Sloane and His Collections, ed. Alison Walker, 
Arthur MacGregor, and Michael Hunter (London, 2013), 192.
34.  BL, Sloane MS 1435, fol. 5.
35.  BL, Harley MS 5893, fol. 27v.
36.  BL, Harley MS 5893, fol. 28.
37.  Leonie Hannan, “Collaborative Scholarship on the Margins: An Epistolary Net-
work,” Women’s Writing 21, no. 3 (2014): 290–315; O’Neill, The Opened Letter, 44.
38.  Bagford to Wanley, March 12, 1696, BL, Harley MS 3777, fol. 129 (on new appoint-
ments); Bagford to Hearne, Bod., MS Rawl. H. 21–22, fol. 27 (on gathering subscriptions); 
Clavell to Bagford, September 20, 1707, BL, Harley MS 5997, fol. 62; and BL, Harley MS 5910 IV, 
fol. 23 (on new discoveries and auctions). Bagford was sometimes asked to elaborate verbally on 
letters, for example: Arthur Charlett to Hans Sloane, November 25, 1715, BL, Sloane MS 4044, 
fols. 112–13. On the importance of personal letter bearers, see O’Neill, The Opened Letter, 40–41.
39.  Natalie Zemon Davis, The Gift in Sixteenth-Century France (Oxford, 2000); O’Neill, 
The Opened Letter, 122–23.
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his Estate and Life.”40 “Never speek with Bagford or [Pierce] Tempest Sly=dogs,” he 
wrote frantically, adding that Tempest was “the gratest leyer of fockshire.”41 Overall, 
though, Bagford was valued for the reasonable rates he charged. Hearne memorial-
ized him as “a Despiser of Money” who “never looked upon those as true Philoso-
phers, that aimed at heaping up Riches.” Another client, Arthur Charlett, master of 
University College, concurred that Bagford was “a Right Honest Man, without guile 
or other Design, then to instruct & please the Public.”42 Incidentally, both Hearne 
and Charlett received regular gifts from Bagford, all delivered in a suitably defer-
ential tone. One letter to Hearne was accompanied, for example, with “trifles of old 
Songs and fragments of MSS, which I know my good friend knows better to make use 
of than my self.”43
Over time Bagford built up a reputation as a particularly well-connected 
figure in the antiquarian book trade. When Anthony Wood was looking to sell off 
some of his collection in 1693, John Aubrey recommended Bagford as being not only 
“a great searcher after Bookes” but also “of great acquaintance.”44 Humfrey Wanley 
was scarcely exaggerating when he told Bagford “that you know all men, as well as all 
things in London”; and a Dublin-based bookseller made the same point, calling him 
a “modest man” with a “large acquaintance.”45 Bagford attested to this thriving net-
work in his drafts for the history of printing when he thanked the “Curious” who had 
“collected [a] great Store of old Printed Books from whose Collection I have received 
great helps in forwarding this undertaking.”46 It seems these scattered references 
were just the tip of an iceberg, for Bagford the autodidact thrived upon face-to-face 
sociability in coffeehouses and taverns. Thomas Tanner provides a telling footnote 
to one of his letters: “I know you don’t care for writing, but for this once you must set 
pen to paper.”47 Bagford nevertheless preserved his correspondence and listed it in 
his personal catalogue as “A Collection of Letters from Secretary Pepys, Mr Jack-
son, Mr Wanley, Mr Tanner, Mr Gibson &c. on several subjects.”48 Such letters were, 
perhaps, considered precious enough to preserve because they provided evidence of 
40.  Adriaan Beverland, A Discovery of the Three Imposters, Turd-Sellers, Slanderers, and 
Piss-Sellers (London, 1705?), 1–7.
41.  BL, Harley MS 3777, fol. 192. See also Beverland to Sloane, BL, Sloane MS 3963, 
fol. 111r–v. Beverland’s wordplay probably derived from Tempest’s Yorkshire origins.
42.  Thomas Hearne, Hemingi chartularium ecclesiæ Wigorniensis, vol. 2 (Oxford, 1723), 
appendix 8, 656; Charlett to Hearne, R&C, 5:70–71.
43.  Bagford to Hearne, May 6, 1714, Bod., MS Rawl. H. 27b, fol. 20; Bagford to Hearne, 
Bod., MS Rawl. H. 20, fol. 5.
44.  Bod., MS Wood 39, fol. 125.
45.  Wanley to Bagford, April 19, 1697, BL, Harley MS 4966, fol. 29; Jeremy Pepyat to 
Bagford, May 5, 1711, BL, Harley MS 5910 IV, fol. 63.
46.  BL, Harley MS 5893, fol. 28.
47.  Tanner to Bagford, BL, Harley MS 4966, fol. 158. On the importance of “face-to-
face” sociability for letter writers, see O’Neill, The Opened Letter, 76.
48.  “A Catalogue of Books belonging to me J- B- most of them relating to ye Art of 
Printing consisting of Folio’s, Quarto’s & Octavo’s,” in BL, Harley MS 5910 IV, fol. 243.
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their owner’s journey from humble beginnings to a position of importance within 
the learned world.49
  Bagford’s Tradesman Identity and Network
Bagford’s success in the culture of curiosity was not a result of upward mobility or 
emulation of his “betters”; it depended upon his tradesman identity and his value to 
gentleman-scholars. In practical terms, Bagford’s tradesman origins gave him access 
to antiquities possessed by the lower orders (fellow shoemakers, alehouse keepers, 
quarrymen, and laborers), those “mechanical capricious persons” with whom gentle-
men were reluctant to interact.50 But on an intellectual level, too, mechanical exper-
tise had its own cachet.51 The Royal Society’s short-lived project on the “History of 
Trades” provided one such context in which the professional insights of mechanics 
were valued. It was probably with such projects in mind that Bagford started prepar-
ing a history of shoemaking. Here Bagford’s lack of a conventional education became 
an asset. Bagford argued, as he would later in the history of printing, that earlier 
authors had failed to produce a “satisfactory” history of his trade because “few people 
who write of a manual art” possess “insight into the mechanical part.”52 Bagford’s 
strong sense of tradesmen’s value is also evident in his collections. Earlier ingenuous 
tradesmen, for example, left an indelible mark on them: Joseph Moxon, a printer who 
became the first tradesman to be elected a Fellow of the Royal Society;53 John Stow, 
the Elizabethan antiquary who was a tailor by trade; and Robert Hooke, the Royal 
Society’s technician. Bagford was involved in organizing the inventory of Hooke’s 
possessions after he died intestate, and there are several examples of “Hooke memo-
rabilia” scattered across Bagford’s collections.54 Some of this material lacked utilitar-
49.  For the use of letter-book manuscript miscellanies as a presentation of the self, see 
James Daybell, The Material Letter in Early Modern England: Manuscript Letters and the Culture 
and Practices of Letter-Writing, 1512–1635 (Basingstoke, U.K., 2012), 213.
50.  Evelyn quoted in Houghton, “The History of Trades,” 48. Cf. the “archaeological 
economy” described in Daniel R. Woolf, The Social Circulation of the Past: English Historical Cul-
ture, 1500–1730 (Oxford, 2003), chap. 7; Shapin, A Social History of Truth, 395–96. On the acquisi-
tion of fossils from quarrymen, see James Petiver to Bagford, November 12, 1713, in BL, Harley 
MS 5910 IV, fol. 60; on the “Italian MSS in ye hands of a shoemaker in Thames Street,” see John 
Jackson to Bagford, April 1703, in BL, Harley MS 4966, fol. 91; for Roman coins from one “who 
keeps an Ale-house” bought for a “Pot of Ale,” see R&C, 5:100; and on consulting an “Antient” 
bricklayer, Bagford to “Mr. Coyners” [John Conyers], BL, Sloane MS 1983 B, fol. 83.
51.  Adrian Johns, The Nature of the Book: Print and Knowledge in the Making (London, 
1998), 345–46.
52.  “of Shoomaking,” BL, Harley MS 5911, fol. 92; Harley MS 5893, fol. 21.
53.  Bagford enthused that Moxon’s Mechanick Exercises “gave me wonderful satisfac-
tion [because] he I say was the first I have met with that hath trod in that path.” BL, Harley 
MS 5911, fol. 92.
54.  For example, an old letter addressed to Hooke was kept among Bagford’s personal 
correspondence. See Richard Beckford to Hooke, March 16, 1669, BL, Harley MS 4966, fol. 182. 
Bagford “found some loose papers of Dr Hookes in a Chest of Drawers” when helping with the 
inventory. See Richard Waller to Bagford, August 25, 1704, BL, Harley MS 4966, fol. 163. Hooke’s 
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ian value and was evidently preserved for its association with Hooke, the “greatest 
mechanick of this day in the world.”55
Bagford and other tradesmen were not isolated servants of gentleman- 
scholars, but rather thrived within close-knit networks of fellow mechanics. “I allow 
the tradesman to act the gentleman sometimes,” Defoe warned, “but still his business 
is among those of his own rank.”56 Business and pleasure intermingled in the letters 
sent between these tradesmen when, for example, the engraver John Sturt composed 
a celebratory epistle to Bagford around a tavern table attended by several eminent 
tradesmen. Sturt listed the qualities of Bagford’s “incomparable self ”: that he was 
“enbu’d with so much candor, goodness and good-nature”; that he was “a man of so 
pleasant and profitable conversation”; and that he had a “keen, prudent, sagacious 
and penetrating . . . judgement.” Those sitting around the tavern table were part of 
a network populated by booksellers, engravers, draftsmen, writing masters, apoth-
ecaries, and makers of scientific instruments.57 The diversity of their crafts did not 
prevent them from finding common ground. As Mark Hailwood points out, occupa-
tional identity as a tradesman was not necessarily “craft-specific” but instead acted 
as a more general means of positioning oneself in society.58 Indeed, strong social ties 
bound these tradesmen together. Their correspondence reveals them to have lived in 
one another’s households, received correspondence from one another’s wives, and 
acted as godparents to one another’s children.59
signature is kept in BL, Harley 5941 (15) and Bagford’s collection of marginalia, BL, Harley 5991 
(24–26). Additional fascination with Hooke is evident from Bagford’s gift to Hearne of “an 
excellent magnifying Glass that belong’d formerly to the famous Dr. Robert Hooke”; see R&C, 
5:100. Part of this fascination came from Bagford and Hooke’s shared interest in the history 
of printing, including Chinese printing and calligraphy; see BL, Harley 5978 (54). There is a 
recorded meeting between the two figures at Tom’s Coffeehouse in 1693. Later on, Bagford 
referred to his conversations with Hooke on the antiquity of playing cards. “The Diary of 
Robert Hooke, 1 Nov. 1688 to 9 March 1690 & 6 Dec. 1692 to 8 Aug. 1693,” in R. T. Gunther, Early 
Science in Oxford, vol. 10 (Oxford, 1935), 254; BL, Harley MS 5906B, fols. 6–7.
55.  Aubrey quoted in Steven Shapin, “Who Was Robert Hooke?,” in Robert Hooke: New 
Studies, ed. Michael Hunter and Simon Schaffer (Suffolk, U.K., 1989), 254.
56.  Defoe, The Complete English Tradesman, 53–54.
57.  John Sturt to Bagford, December 19, 1703, BL, Harley MS 4966, fol. 139. Others pres-
ent were referred to as “Mr Rand, Mr Lens, Mr Rowley, Mr Marshal &c.” This was most likely 
Isaac Rand (apothecary), Bernard Lens II (draftsman), John Rowley (instrument maker), and 
John Marshall (glassmaker).
58.  Mark Hailwood, “ ‘The Honest Tradesman’s Honour’: Occupational and Society 
Identity in Seventeenth-Century England,” Transactions of the Royal Historical Society 24 
(2014): 79–103 at 82. Cf. Cox, The Complete Tradesman, 179.
59.  The writing master John Smith lived in the bookseller John Bullord’s household in 
Amsterdam procuring prints and drawings for Bagford to sell in London. They were both god-
parents to Bullord’s children. Smith to Bagford, April 2, 1706, BL, Harley MS 4966, fols. 140–43. 
Bullord’s wife added her own messages to Bagford onto these letters. He was also called upon 
to attend to Bullord’s mother’s business. See Bullord to Bagford, April 11, 1711, BL, Harley 
MS 5910 IV, fols. 46, 69. Bagford used a tavern-keeper in Oxford to deliver his packages, Crane 
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These close-knit networks were a necessity because tradesmen were generally 
kept at arm’s length by their social superiors. The body was marked by one’s trade, 
setting mechanics apart from the elite by appearance alone.60 The “air and walk” of 
the self-taught scholar of oriental languages Henry Wild, bred a tailor, showed “all 
the particularities observed in persons of his profession.”61 Tradesmen were also 
excluded from aspects of elite sociability. Despite being the secretary of the Society 
of Antiquaries, the ironmonger Joseph Ames (1687–1759) felt detached from London’s 
polite society. This detachment was expressed in his letters to another tradesman, 
George Ballard, the “ingenious Taylor of Campden in Gloucestershire.”62 Ames 
“wished 100 times”63 that Ballard would move to London so they might converse 
more often: “Ile assure you ’tho I am in the midst of antiquaries they are so great men 
and there time is took up by the Gay world &c. that one can’t have that benefit from 
’em one might expect or they willing to give.”64
Tradesmen in virtuoso culture were required to show due deference to these 
“great men” and be ever mindful of their humble roots. Bagford was particularly 
skilled at displaying a “rhetoric of self-denigration” in order to successfully navigate 
patron-client relationships.65 Regarding his work on Roman antiquities, Bagford told 
Hearne that “I am not very fond of my own performance” and assured him that he 
had no “ambition against the will of yourself to print it in your collection.”66 Like-
wise, writing to Hans Sloane, Bagford was mindful not to seem overly ambitious: 
“It may indeed be imputed to my own neglect, in not acquainting the Learn’d with 
my design, but modesty still keeps me silent.”67 Tradesmen were at times excluded 
from intellectual networks due to doubts over their scholarly abilities. Hearne was 
no egalitarian, by any means. He scoffed at the prospect of the printer Samuel Palmer 
producing the General History of Printing (1732), remarking that “[t]he printer may 
keep to his mechanicks, but he should not pretend to learning.”68 For Bagford, partly 
thanks to his humility, Hearne made an exception, describing his admiration of 
“such a plain, unaffected, honest Simplicity, & at the same time such an unusual skill 
in the History of Printing & in our own History & Antiquities, that I immediately 
concluded him to be a valuable Man.”69
Complin, and after his death carried on a correspondence with his wife, Catherine. BL, Harley 
MS 5910 IV, fols. 70, 78, 85.
60.  Hailwood, “ ‘The Honest Tradesman’s Honour,’ ” 81.
61.  The Gentleman’s Magazine 25 (1755): 105–6.
62.  R&C, 10:198.
63.  Joseph Ames to George Ballard, June 30, 1748, Bod., MS Ballard 40, fol. 235.
64.  Ames to Ballard [no date], Bod., MS Ballard 40, fol. 221.
65.  See James Amelang, The Flight of Icarus: Artisan Autobiography in Early Modern 
Europe (Stanford, Calif., 1998), 163.
66.  Bagford to Hearne, January 16, [1715], Bod., MS Rawl. H. 20, fol. 9.
67.  Bagford to Sloane, July 24, 1704, BL, Sloane MS 4039, fol. 331.
68.  Hearne to Richard Rawlinson, 1727, R&C, 9:407–8, 10:14, 108–9.
69.  R&C, 5:74.
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Thomas Britton, the small-coal man, was another curious tradesman who 
was valued for the same “honest” values and “unexpected Genious.” Despite amass-
ing a library and unparalleled collection of musical instruments and hosting widely 
acclaimed concerts in his “diminutive Habitation,” Britton was praised for keeping 
up his trade despite “the Flatteries of his Betters.”70 The frequency with which “hon-
esty” was used to describe such tradesmen in virtuoso culture was not coincidental.71 
In one respect, honesty was a means of imparting a form of credibility similar to, 
but also distinct from, the gentleman’s “honour” described by Shapin. Honesty was 
a moral value associated by guidebooks with plain dealing in economic exchange 
and good credit.72 More conceptually, it was central to the ideals of civic culture pro-
moted by the urban middling sort.73 The use of this language thus solidified the col-
lective identity of tradesmen while also allowing elite virtuosi to distance themselves 
from their social inferiors.
The honest tradesmen within Bagford’s network were not just connected by 
business or necessity, however, for they also shared and enriched one another’s intel-
lectual interests. It was said that Bagford and Britton “used frequently to converse 
together [about English chronicles], and when they met they seldom parted very 
soon.”74 Some of these tradesmen provided services to clients in conjunction with 
Bagford. Sturt the engraver, for example, admitted himself “Ambitious enough to be 
esteem’d a well-wisher to Art and Learning” and provided transcriptions of medi-
eval manuscripts.75 Many were collectors in their own right. The engraver Benjamin 
Cole (ca. 1667–1729) owned his own collection of woodcuts and black-letter typog-
raphy saved from “old Books sold for wast paper”;76 Sturt “made a curious Collec-
tion of things relating to writing and engraving. . . . But Poverty it may be forced 
him to part with Curiosities”;77 Bernard Lens II owned a “curious collection of Ital-
ian drawings”;78 the collections of Britton and the writing master John Smith were 
70.  R&C, 5:104; Edward Ward, The Secret History of Clubs (London, 1709), 349–53.
71.  John Murray was, like Bagford, addressed as “Honest John.” Bod., MS Rawl. H. 112, 
fol. 6.
72.  Richard Steele, The Tradesman’s Calling (1684), 112. See also Craig Muldrew, “Inter-
preting the Market: The Ethics of Credit and Community Relations in Early Modern England,” 
Social History 18, no. 2 (1993): 163–86 at 177; Keith Thomas, The Ends of Life: Roads to Fulfilment 
in Early Modern England (Oxford, 2009), 163.
73.  Phil Withington, The Politics of Commonwealth: Citizens and Freemen in Early 
Modern England (Cambridge, 2005), esp. 173–74.
74.  Hearne, Hemingi chartularium, appendix 8, 665.
75.  John Sturt, “The Engraver to the Lovers of Writing,” in John Ayres, A Tutor to 
Penmanship (London, 1698). Wanley to Robert Harley, 1703, BL, Add. MS 4253, fol. 9; Wanley to 
Bagford, November 1697–March 1704, BL, Harley MS 4966, fols. 37, 42–43.
76.  Benjamin Cole to Bagford, July 15, 1698, BL, Harley MS 4966, fols. 120–21.
77.  Hearne to James West, August 31, 1730, BL, Lansdowne MS 778, fol. 173.
78.  Kim Sloan, “Sir Hans Sloane’s Pictures: The Science of Connoisseurship or the Art 
of Collecting?,” Huntington Library Quarterly 78, no. 2 (2015): 381–415 at 408.
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publicly auctioned;79 and there are sometimes references to Bagford sharing “a nice 
 Collection of Curiosities” or “antient manuscripts” with his fellow tradesmen.80 Two 
of Bagford’s friends displayed collections in their place of business: the apothecary 
John Conyers and the ink seller Austin Oldisworth.81 The latter owned “Museum 
Rarities of Medals[,] Shells[,] Minieralls and ffossalls,” as well as “Pictures[,] [a] 
Library of Books[,] Copper Plates[,] Drawings and Prints.”82 Other objects included 
“several animals,” “Indian curiosities,” and a “variety of shells,” said to be “the best 
in town.”83
Not only were such tradesmen aware of Bagford’s history of printing project, 
but sometimes they were keen to offer their assistance. The bookseller and auctioneer 
John Bullord promised Bagford he would “deliver you all I can collect on the subject 
of printing and paper.”84 Bullord provided a “judicious account” of an early printed 
book in Haarlem, a destination for English travelers attracted by the city’s claim that 
it was the birthplace of printing. Bullord’s account debunked this claim, and Bagford 
presented the findings to the Royal Society. However, Bullord found himself exasper-
ated by his lack of gentlemanly credibility: “if the Royal Society like what I have said I 
am obliged to them but am affraid my Friend that here you Flatter me since Dr. Mil-
lar tells me he’s called uppon to justify what I have said, for the Gentlemenen [sic] 
Travellers will by no means have us in the right[.]”85 Bullord’s “intellectual curiosity” 
was unappreciated by gentleman-scholars, perhaps because he exceeded his role as a 
provider of specialist services. Still, the evidence points toward a brand of curiosity 
worthy of consideration among tradesmen.
  Ballads, Playing Cards, and Early Printing
Two objects promoted by Bagford as part of the “tournament of value” were ballads 
and playing cards. Ballads were some of the cheapest, most popular, and ubiquitous 
prints in the early modern period.86 Bagford was known to “divert himself with 
79.  The Library of Mr. Tho. Britton (1694); A Catalogue of . . . the Collection of Mr. John 
Smith (London, 1702), BL, Harley 5947 (158).
80.  John Smith to Bagford, November 23, 1705, BL, Harley MS 4966, fol. 140; Sturt to 
Bagford, BL, Harley MS 4966, fol. 139.
81.  Bagford, “A Letter to the Publisher,” in John Leland, Collectanea, ed. Thomas 
Hearne (Oxford, 1715), 63; Austin Oldisworth to “Mr Bighmoor,” March 17, 1704, BL, Harley 
MS 4966, fol. 71. For Conyers’s collection, see Arthur MacGregor, “The Cabinet of Curiosi-
ties in Seventeenth-Century Britain,” in The Origins of Museums, ed. Oliver Impey and Arthur 
MacGregor (Oxford, 1985), 155; and Cowan, The Social Life of Coffee, 15.
82.  “Will of Austin Oldisworth,” The National Archives, PROB 11/560/35 [September 9, 
1717].
83.  The Diary of Ralph Thoresby, ed. Joseph Hunter, 2 vols. (London, 1830), 2:143.
84.  John Bullord to Bagford, February 26, 1706, BL, Harley MS 4966, fol. 148.
85.  Bullord to Bagford, February 2, 1704, BL, Harley MS 5906B, fol. 71.
86.  For recent scholarship on ballads, see “Living English Broadside Ballads, 1550–1750: 
Song, Art, Dance, Culture,” ed. Patricia Fumerton with Megan Palmer, special issue, Hunting-
ton Library Quarterly 79, no. 2 (Summer 2016); Christopher Marsh, Music and Society in Early 
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looking over Ballads, and he was always mightily pleased if he met with any that were 
old.”87 Playing cards were likewise “ephemeral, mass-produced items that were nei-
ther exotic nor used for adorning the person or home.” However, even the ordinary 
pack of cards—over a million of which were produced every year by the 1680s—was 
gradually gaining the attention of collectors.88 An analysis of Bagford’s collecting, 
book running, and intellectual curiosity suggests that he played an important role in 
building the intellectual rationale for preserving these undervalued objects and turn-
ing them into “curiosities.”
Ballads and playing cards were crucial to Bagford’s projected history of print-
ing. They were, he believed, some of the earliest types of print produced. The very 
first were woodcut illustrations, or “small Pieces of devotion for the meaner Sort,” 
made by the manuscript illuminators in their spare time.89 Unlike previous histo-
rians, Bagford incorporated makers of cheap print into his theories on the spread 
of printing. A leading theory was that the secret was stolen from Coster of Haarlem 
by Johann Faust.90 Bagford added a spin to that tale by suggesting that the “meaner 
workmen” under Faust had in fact stolen and spread printing by traveling into the 
countryside with their equipment on their backs, turning the secret into a public 
spectacle: “printing peoples names Epitaphs & other small poems or Ballads wch way 
of printing of Ballads or Broadsides to this day is not left off.”91 A similar seventeenth-
century practice was observable during the “frost fairs” held on the frozen River 
Thames, in which stalls printed and sold slips personalized with names and com-
memorative verses—one of which Bagford collected.92
Playing cards were especially illustrative of printing’s early history due to 
the primitive techniques used by their makers. Bagford observed that card makers 
“retain the old and first way of printing” in their use of handheld hammers rather 
than presses, and he promoted their workshops as being “worth the while of any that 
Modern England (Cambridge, 2013), chap. 5; Angela McShane, Political Broadside Ballads of 
Seventeenth Century England: A Critical Bibliography (London, 2011); and Ballads and Broad-
sides in Britain, 1500–1800, ed. Patricia Fumerton and Nita Guerrini (Farnham, U.K., 2010).
87.  Hearne, Hemingi chartularium, appendix 8, 656–63.
88.  Nicholas Tosney, “The Playing Card Trade in Early Modern England,” Historical 
Research 84, no. 226 (2011): 637–56 at 654, 637.
89.  BL, Harley MS 5893, fol. 18.
90.  Jones, The Nature of the Book, 331–32.
91.  BL, Harley MS 5893, fol. 25, a developed version of these ideas was sent to Sloane at 
BL, Sloane MS 1435, fol. 2. He also shared this comparison of early printing and ballad produc-
tion with John Bullord, who reported that the early printed book at Haarlem was “not unlike 
some of our Old English Ballads.” Bullord to Bagford, May 20, 1706, BL, Harley MS 5906B, 
fol. 70v.
92.  BL, Harley 5936 (21). On these mementos, see B. J. McMullin, “An Excursion into 
Printed Keepsakes: III: ‘Printed on the Thames Being Frozen,’ ” Bibliographical Society of Aus-
tralia and New Zealand Bulletin 2, no. 4 (1987): 157–68.
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is curious to see.”93 He himself visited card makers and printers of room hangings, 
hat cases, band boxes, trunk linings, and calico as part of his research because all 
their techniques (without the use of a press) had remained relatively unchanged for 
centuries.94 One novel observation made during these visits was that the stenciling 
techniques used to color playing cards derived from illuminated manuscripts and 
incunabula: stenciling was “first Invented by the Illuminators in putting into the 
MSS: their Great Letters and there is no man [who] can have a true notion of their old 
printing but by seeing . . . [the] making of cards and the printers of paper hangings.”95 
The trade cards of these lowly printers and playing-card specimens litter Bagford’s 
collections relating to the history of printing, suggesting that his research made him 
an early advocate for playing cards as a collectible.96 By contrast, Martin Lister gave 
playing cards only a cursory comment after visiting the collections of Paris in 1698. 
John Evelyn similarly deemed card makers as “purely mechanic,” whereas engravers 
and etchers were of a “Curious” trade and therefore more valuable to collectors.97 
Bagford’s examination of ordinary card makers not only corrected this neglect but 
also remained faithful to Francis Bacon’s warning that an obsession with wondrous 
rarities was unproductive: “things which really call for wonder . . . if we have them by 
us in common use, are but slightly noticed.”98 Tastes changed over the course of the 
eighteenth century, though, and Bagford’s insights into the relationship between card 
making and early printing gained acceptance. Not only were they seemingly lifted 
without acknowledgment into Malachy Postlethwayt’s Universal Dictionary of Trade 
and Commerce (1757), but antiquaries started to report their discoveries of old playing 
cards in the transactions of their society.99
93.  “remarkes and inquiares about ye use and Antiquate of Cardes,” BL, Harley 
MS 5906B, fols. 6–7. See also “The History of Printing & ye time when found out,” BL, Harley 
MS 5983, fol. 21v. Cf. his encouragement that the “inquisitive & curious” should observe the 
ancient way of producing vellum in parts of London. BL, Harley MS 5910 II, fol. 163r–v.
94.  BL, Harley MS 5893, fol. 21.
95.  “Collections and Observations about the Original and Progress of Printing, made 
by Mr. John Bagford,” Bod., MS Rawl. D. 375, fol. 157.
96.  For example, playing cards were placed alongside documents relating to the history 
of printing: old specimens of black-letter printing, Latin manuscripts, hornbooks, and so on at 
BL, Harley 5975 (18); BL, Harley 5966 (130–34); Harley MS 5934 (22); playing card wrappers at 
Harley 5995 (47, 50). His playing cards in BL, Sloane MS 1044 and Harley MS 5947 have since 
been removed but are listed in W. H. Willshire, A Descriptive Catalogue of Playing and Other 
Cards in the British Museum (London, 1876), 229, 243.
97.  Martin Lister, A Journey to Paris in the Year 1698 (London, 1699), 93. Referred to by 
Bagford in BL, Harley MS 5906B, fols. 6–7; A. Forbes Sieveking, “Evelyn’s ‘Circle of Mechanical 
Trades,’ ” The Newcomen Society 4 (1923–24): 43, 46–47.
98.  Novum Organum, book 2, section 31, as translated in The Works of Francis Bacon, 
ed. James Spedding, Robert Leslie Ellis, and Douglas Denon Heath, vol. 4 (London, 1875), 
quoted in Walter E. Houghton Jr., “The English Virtuoso in the Seventeenth Century: Part II,” 
Journal of the History of Ideas 3, no. 2 (1942): 200.
99.  The Universal Dictionary, vol. 2, 4th ed. (London, 1774), s.v. “Printing,” sect. 3 (sig. 
7C); Archaeologia: Or Miscellaneous Tracts Relating to Antiquity, vol. 8 (London, 1787), 152, 157.
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Bagford also enhanced the intellectual worth of ballads by promoting their 
value as typographical artifacts. Collectors at this time were becoming interested in 
documenting the transition from gothic (black letter) to roman type (white letter). 
Pepys’s collections were categorized based on their typography, starting with the old-
est black-letter specimens in volume 1 and ending with the latest examples of white 
letter. These typographical interests were set out clearly in Pepys’s introduction to the 
collection. He explained that it was “continued to the year 1700, when the form, till 
then peculiar thereto, vizt of the Black Letter with Pictures [i.e., woodcuts] seems (for 
cheapness sake) wholly laid aside, for that of the White Letter without Pictures.” At 
this time, black letter was beginning to pick up nostalgic associations with antiquity 
and popular culture.100 The same interest in typographical change marked Bagford’s 
own collection of ballads (he called black letter “old” and white letter “modern”) and 
early printed books. Bagford located the watershed moment at the end of Charles II’s 
reign and observed that “now the white letter is generally used & in time we shall 
forget the other & perhaps [how] to read it.” For this reason, he promoted the value 
of books (and ballads) in black letter: “What variety is there in old Impressions of 
Prefaces & dedications it would be well if they were collected together that once the 
curious might see them.”101
The commercial payoff for promoting the intellectual value of cheap print is 
evident from Bagford’s book running. The famous ballad collections of Pepys and 
Robert Harley were both compiled with his assistance.102 His account book records 
the sale of various types of popular print (ballads and chapbooks) to the anti-
quary Browne Willis and the collector Robert Harley. These included “70 Ballads 
from 59 to 1660,” “Ballads old,” and “4 volumes of penny Merriments” to Willis, and 
“A Collection of Ballads on the times from year 1644: to 1690[?]: on broadsides in the 
white letter on various subjects & matter: 172 in all” and “a Collection of penny mer-
riments” to Harley.103 Sometimes Bagford gathered ballads into compilations and 
100.  Angela McShane, “Typography Matters: The Branding of Ballads and the Gelding 
of Curates in Stuart England,” in Book Trade Connections from the Seventeenth to the Twenti-
eth Centuries, ed. John Hinks and Catherine Armstrong (London, 2008), 21; Zachery Lesser, 
“Typographic Nostalgia: Play-Reading, Popularity, and the Meanings of Black Letter,” in The 
Book of the Play: Playwrights, Stationers, and Readers in Early Modern England, ed. Marta Stra-
zicky (Amherst, Mass., 2006), 107.
101.  “The History of ye Bible,” BL, Sloane MS 1378, fol. 152v. See also Bod., Rawl. D. 375, 
fol. 145v.
102.  Richard Luckett, “The Collection: Origins and History,” in Catalogue of the Pepys 
Library at Magdalene College, Oxford, vol. 2, Ballads, part 2, Indexes, ed. Robert Latham (Wood-
bridge, U.K., 1994), 15–16.
103.  BL, Harley MS 5998, fols. 13v, 14v, 18, 19 (Willis), and 39v, 54 (Harley).
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showed them to his clients, probably with an eye toward selling them.104 Many of his 
clients, in turn, subscribed to the history of printing project.105
There was an element of self-promotion to Bagford’s appraisal of cheap print 
and other items he dealt in. Bagford’s letters sometimes reveal him to be puffing up 
the importance of these objects. When he sent Arthur Charlett “a sheet of paper made 
in china” he claimed it was “perhaps one of the largest in England” and added, “I 
thought it would not be unacceptable to you for I defy Oxford [i.e., the Bodleian and 
Ashmolean] to show the like if I am not mistaken.”106 Other examples of aggrandize-
ment come from Bagford’s personal catalogues, where some volumes are described 
as “A Rayer Collection of titles” or “A Curious Collection of titles.”107 A particularly 
noteworthy feature of Bagford’s accounts is that the objects he gave away often related 
to his personal interests in printing, typography, shoemaking, and paper making.108 
So, for example, Bagford gifted Robert Harley “a parcel of ancient German &c cards,” 
“tracts relating to the shoemakers trade,” “specimens of old paper,” and “specimens 
of several sorts of letters.”109 Similarly, to the Royal Society’s Repository he donated 
“a Morocco boy’s shoe.”110 Bagford also established his expertise through the sale 
of print and manuscript fragment collections to clients. At least four volumes in the 
British Library’s Sloane manuscripts were compiled by Bagford for Hans Sloane on 
the topic of early printing, one featuring paper samples that “may outvie with any in 
Europe” and another containing playing cards.111 This may have been the volume 
recorded by Bagford in his accounts as “MSS fragments compared with printed frag-
ments,” sold to Sloane for 1s. 6d.112 Bagford’s promotion of cards even led him to 
accompany Sloane personally on a tour of card makers in the grubby area of Moor-
fields, which yielded empirical observations to support his theories.113
104.  One list of white-letter ballads was headed, “This volom I should [showed] to 
Mr Willis,” BL, Harley MS 5910 I, fol. 36.
105.  The list of subscribers is reproduced and discussed in Gatch, “John Bagford as a 
Collector,” 99–104.
106.  Bagford to Charlett, July 24, 1714, Bod., MS Ballard 30, fol. 102.
107.  BL, Harley MS 5910 I, fol. 145r–v.
108.  “Of Paper,” BL, Harley MS 5893, fols. 1–6; “history of paper-making,” BL, Harley 
MS 5910 II, fols. 160–65v.
109.  BL, Harley MS 5998, fols. 71v, 57, 58. Cf. Bagford’s New Year’s gift to Thomas Baker, 
which included “old books and fragments of old MSS to show you that the old scribes had 
brought writing to wonderful perfection . . . although but trifles but to you who knows antiqui-
ties they may be acceptable.” See Bagford to Thomas Baker, in Bod., MS Rawl. D. 375, fol. 169. 
See also Hearne to Willis, 1715, R&C, 5:218.
110.  Thomas Birch, The History of the Royal Society, 4 vols. (London, 1756–57), 4:290. 
111.  BL, Sloane MS 1044; “Seven heads of early English Printers,” BL, c.60.h.16; and 
Sloane MSS 526–27. For a discussion of the latter two volumes, see Hunt, “Sloane as a Collector 
of Manuscripts,” 193. See also Joan Goldfinch, “Sloane’s Incunabula,” in From Books to Bezoars, 
ed. Walker et al., 208.
112.  BL, Harley MS 5998, fol. 11v.
113.  BL, Sloane MS 1435, fol. 2.
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The effect of Bagford’s intellectual curiosity can be detected far into the eigh-
teenth century. “I do not wonder at so many old books being without their title-
pages,” complained John Lewis in 1740, “since I find it has become a trade with those 
who call themselves Virtuosi thus to mutilate them.”114 Whereas in the early days of 
book auctions, printed fragments, incunabula, and medieval manuscripts were rela-
tively cheap collectibles for thrifty virtuosi, later generations competed with wealthy 
aristocratic collectors such as Charles Spencer, third Earl of Sunderland. Early adopt-
ers found it more difficult to buy at auction because elites had more money and could 
offer assurances of “Favor.”115 One of Bagford’s clients, Thomas Baker, complained 
that these buyers “give such prices, that there is nothing to be had for poor 
scholars.”116 The economic value of these objects had started to match the cultural 
value proposed for them by tradesmen such as Bagford, who seamlessly combined 
antiquarianism and book running to his mutual benefit and, in turn, shaped the 
interests of his elite patrons.
  The Medley
The tradesmen in Bagford’s network were like him concerned with promoting their 
own brand of intellectual curiosity. The activities of the engraver John Sturt and the 
draftsmen Bernard Lens II and Samuel Moore further demonstrate that tradesmen 
acted as more than passive suppliers, skillfully using both their artistic output and 
their networks to stake out distinctive positions within virtuoso culture. This is 
especially evident in the subject matter, advertisement, and circulation of a relatively 
neglected artistic genre of this period, the “medley.” These trompe l’oeil engravings 
and drawings portray various prints and papers as if they were scattered about on a 
surface. At the time engravers were still characterized as mechanical copyists “taken 
up in the Labours of their Profession” and therefore lacking the “opportunity of lei-
sure” to cultivate their minds with “Arts and Sciences.”117 Mark Hallett has argued 
that medleys reflected the desire of engravers to establish “intellectual credentials” as 
“independent artists,” thus challenging their mechanical status and subordination to 
commercial interests.118 Two features of medleys that have not received attention are 
114.  John Lewis to Joseph Ames, December 10, 1740, Illustrations of the Literary History, 
ed. John Nichols, 8 vols. (London, 1817–58), 4:173–76.
115.  Patrick Dujon [Vicar of Doncaster] to John Murray, August 1, 1719, Bod., MS Rawl. 
H. 112, fol. 64.
116.  Quoted from Frans Korsten, “Thomas Baker and His Books,” Transactions of the 
Cambridge Bibliographical Society 8, no. 5 (1985): 491–513 at 497. See also Seymour De Ricci, 
English Collectors of Books and Manuscripts: 1530–1930 (Cambridge, 1930), 38–39.
117.  Richard Lucas, Religious Perfection (London, 1696), 233. See also Ann Berming-
ham, “The Commerce in Culture and Self-image in Eighteenth-Century England,” in Con-
sumption of Culture, 1600–1800: Image, Object, Text, ed. Ann Bermingham and John Brewer 
(London, 1995), 504
118.  Mark Hallett, “The Medley Print in Early Eighteenth-Century London,” Art 
History 20, no. 2 (1997): 214–37 at 222, 217. For the importance of engravers to antiquarianism 
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relevant here: first, the close relationship of their creators with Bagford’s antiquarian 
network; and second, the medley’s particular appeal to virtuosi interested in the his-
tory of printing. A pervasive feature of medley compositions was the picturing of bal-
lads and playing cards. Such ephemeral genres of print were of course ideally suited 
to the “vanitas” artistic genre—those reminders of our own mortality—to which 
medleys are related. But the medley’s transformation of mundane cheap print into a 
 wondrous and curious spectacle arguably shares more than a passing resemblance to 
the book-running activities of Bagford.
One way medley makers demonstrated their “intellectual credentials” was 
by ensuring that their compositions complemented the antiquarian and virtuoso 
sensibilities of their patrons. Medleys purposefully juxtaposed different print-
ing techniques, especially “old” and “new” typographies. Sturt’s advertisement for 
his 1706 medley drew attention to its depiction of “old manuscript writing in red and 
black,” a ballad “wherein the woodcuts and letter-press are imitated,” and “A knave 
of clubs after the cardmasters way of painting and colouring.”119 At the same time, 
Bagford was developing his research on manuscript and print media, comparing the 
stenciling of playing cards with medieval manuscript illumination, which he called 
“the first hint of Printing.”120 He was also delivering “antient manuscripts” to Sturt 
and connecting him to clients who required transcriptions of medieval scripts. One 
way Sturt’s medley can be interpreted, then, is as a playful visualization of the anti-
quarian interest in the history of printing (fig. 1).121 
Another feature of medleys is their depiction of calligraphy alongside differ-
ent printing techniques. This is partly attributable to the involvement of the medley 
makers in the production of copybooks: publications used to teach literacy that con-
tained elaborate engraved examples of script ranging from “gothic” up to modern 
“round-hand.”122 However, these calligraphic performances were not just skillful 
flourishes; they also related to the contemporary interest in collecting copybooks and 
other examples of handwriting. Indeed, antiquarians’ collection of calligraphy over-
lapped with their growing interest in typography. Scribal and printing practices were 
considered to be interrelated, a view summed up by Bagford’s adage that “printing 
and the status engravers built up from their involvement with antiquarians, see Lucy Peltz, 
“Aestheticizing the Ancestral City: Antiquarianism, Topography and the Representation of 
London in the Long Eighteenth Century,” Art History 22, no. 4 (1999): 472–94 at 476.
119.  Quoted from Hallett, “The Medley Print,” 214.
120.  BL, Harley MS 5893, fol. 18.
121.  I intend to discuss the satirical allusions within medleys and their political func-
tion within later-Stuart partisan culture elsewhere.
122.  Ambrose Heal, The English Writing-Masters and Their Copy-Books, 1570–1800 
(Hildesheim, Germany, 1962); Aileen Douglas, “Making Their Mark: Eighteenth-Century 
Writing-Masters and Their Copy-Books,” Journal for Eighteenth-Century Studies 24, no. 2 
(2002): 145–59.
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figure 1.  John Sturt, medley, 1706, etching and ink, Henley Parish Library, 30/07, University 
of Reading, Special Collections.
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itself is but another way of writing.”123 Both Bagford and Pepys kept medleys in their 
“Calligraphical Collections.”124 And when Pepys bound his collection, he drew upon 
the expertise of Bagford and Sturt, asking to inspect their “Gatherings relating to 
Fair Writing” and having them present for “ye overlookeing [of] my Prints & putting 
them in Order.”125 With these activities in mind, the calligraphic features of medleys 
can be viewed not just as an advertisement of the medley maker’s skill but also a com-
plement to the antiquarian fashion for comparing script and print. Contemporary 
collecting practices therefore offer a new facet to the appeal of medleys as visualized 
“collections” of print and manuscript.
As a result of their appeal to antiquarian and virtuoso sensibilities, medleys 
frequently circulated in Bagford’s network. His account book and correspondence 
record medleys he gifted or sold to three clients as well as an “old friend”—John Hall, 
printer at Oxford.126 Pepys owned Moore’s medley imitating a ballad and playing 
cards (fig. 2), and his nephew, John Jackson, acquired another by Sturt. The writing 
master John Smith owned one of Moore’s medleys. Finally, Hans Sloane placed a 
high economic value on his medley produced by Lens II.127 The circulation of med-
leys advertised the intellectual curiosity of their makers in a manner comparable to 
Bagford’s book running. The medley maker Samuel Moore stands out in this regard. 
Moore held numerous positions as a drawing master, surveyor of the customs, writ-
ing master, book runner, and probably as the “workeman” who assisted Pepys in the 
collection of ballads, print portraits, and calligraphy.128 Moore’s “curious” medleys 
123.  BL, Sloane MS 1435, fol. 3; Bagford to Thomas Baker, in Bod., Rawl. D. 375, fol. 169; 
BL, Harley MS 5893, fol. 19. The relationship between scribal and printing practices is discussed 
by Bagford’s friend and celebrated writing master, John Ayres, in “To the Reader,” introduction 
to A Tutor to Penmanship.
124.  BL, Harley 5949 (346); “My Calligraphicall Collection Vol. III Put together Anno 
Dom[i]ni 1700,” Pepys Library 2983, p. 328.
125.  Pepys to Bagford, May 11, June 22, 1699, BL, Harley MS 4966, fols. 89–90. For part 
of Bagford’s calligraphy collection, see BL, Harley MS 5949. The beginning of Pepys’s calli-
graphic collection contains manuscript fragments supplied by Bagford. See Milton McC. Gatch, 
“Fragmenta Manuscripta and Varia at Missouri and Cambridge,” Transactions of the Cambridge 
Bibliographical Society 9, no. 5 (1990): 444–45.
126.  BL, Harley MS 5998, fols. 36 (“Mr Williams”), 44v (Browne Willis), 86v (John 
Hall]). Hall’s relationship to Bagford is mentioned at Harley MS 5910 IV, fol. 7.
127.  A Catalogue of . . . the Collection of Mr. John Smith, BL, Harley 5947 (158); Kim 
Sloan, A Noble Art: Amateur Artists and Drawing Masters c.1600–1800 (London, 2000), 111–12.
128.  “Saml More” is mentioned in a “List of Surviving Maister-Pen-Men . . . 1699” 
within Pepys’s calligraphy collection. See Heal, The English Writing-Masters, 78. “Mr. Moore” 
is referred to in Pepys’s “Home-notes” and his correspondence. See Private Correspondence 
and Miscellaneous Papers of Samuel Pepys 1670–1703, ed. J. R. Tanner, 2 vols. (London, 1926), 
1:167; Pepys to John Jackson, October 19, 1699, 1:200; and Pepys to Charlett, September 13, 1702, 
2:269–71 at 270. There are various references to “Mr. Moore” working with Pepys, Wanley, and 
Bagford: see Bagford to Wanley, BL, Harley MS 3777, fol. 146; Pepys to Bagford, BL, Harley 
MS 4966, fol. 129; Wanley to Bagford, June 25, 1701, BL, Harley MS 4966, fol. 127; and BL, 
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figure 2.  Samuel Moore, medley, pencil, ink, and watercolor, in “My Calligraphicall Collec-
tion Vol. III Put together Anno Dom[i]ni 1700,” Pepys Library, 2983, p. 328.  By permission of 
the Pepys Library, Magdalene College Cambridge.
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built him a reputation as an “Ingenious Gent.”129 For the virtuoso community, 
interested in optical developments and empirical observation, the medley’s playful 
tricks of the eye invoked delighted responses: “How does thy wond’rous Art our Eyes 
deceive; / And who’ll again their erring Sence believe?,” began a poem dedicated to 
Moore.130 Another savvy method of promoting one’s intellectual credentials was to 
distribute medleys alongside the work of illustrious masters. Sturt included a copy 
of his 1706 medley in Andrea Pozzo’s Rules and Examples of Perspective Proper for 
Painters and Architects, etc. (1707), a work he was responsible for engraving and sell-
ing.131 Bagford subsequently gifted this work to Hearne and drew attention to the 
compositions by his friend: the book was “to be valued for the 2 titles by him [i.e., 
Sturt] made with a pen before the book was finished,” adding that, “I believe you have 
not seen such a performance of this kind before & is to be valued with all I have sent 
you.”132 Hearne, never one to be easily impressed, later ranked Sturt as one of the 
finest engravers of the age and described his work as “prodigious.”133
Arguably, then, the process by which medleys conferred “intellectual pres-
tige” onto their creators and elevated them from their mechanical status was tied 
closely to intellectual and social networks, with Bagford at the center. Medley makers 
shared Bagford’s clients and his collecting interests, and tailored their compositions 
to appeal to the virtuosi’s interest in typography, calligraphy, and empirical evidence. 
In part, these interests reflected wider contemporary experiences of a “media revo-
lution” caused by the intensification of late seventeenth-century print culture. Dror 
Wahrman explains the comparable trompe l’oeil paintings of Edward Collier as a 
reaction to this development.134 Yet compared to Collier, medleys show a greater 
antiquarian fascination with comparing “old” and “new” media. Like Bagford’s col-
lection of ballads and playing cards, medley makers consciously elevated primitive 
cheap print into a subject worthy of the “curious.” In this regard they, too, actively 
shaped the interests of their elite patrons.
Harley MS 4966, fol. 93: for an unknown correspondent inquiring after “ye Quality & Christian 
name of Mr Moore author of his Card-piece; with . . . his present abode.”
129.  A Catalogue of . . . the Collection of Mr. John Smith, BL, Harley 5947 (158).
130.  “To Mr. Samuel Moore, on his Arch-types, by John Hartlib,” in BL, Harley 5949 
(345) [manuscript] & (348) [a printed version not in the ESTC].
131.  For a surviving example of Pozzo’s book with a bound-in copy of the medley repro-
duced here as figure 1, see Ruth Gooding, Special Collections (August 2008), 8, https://www.
reading.ac.uk/web/FILES/special-collections/featurepozzo.pdf.
132.  Bagford to Hearne, October 9, 1709, Bod., MS Rawl. D. 1177, fol. 170. “Pozzo’s 
Perspective, English and Latin—1707” is listed in the auction catalogue for Hearne’s library. See 
Sale Catalogues of Libraries of Eminent Persons, vol. 9, ed. Stuart Piggott (London, 1974), 328.
133.  R&C, 9:184. Hearne also owned a copy of “To Mr. Samuel Moore, on his Arch-
types.” Listed in his personal catalogue, MS Rawl. D. 1177 (170).
134.  Dror Wahrman, Mr. Collier’s Letter Racks: A Tale of Art and Illusion at the Thresh-
old of the Modern Information Age (Oxford, 2012), 18, 40. In May 1691, John Bullord auctioned a 
“vanity by Collier” (p. 119), providing one opportunity for Bagford and the medley makers to be 
influenced by the Dutch still-life vanitas tradition.
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  Conclusion
The first aim of this essay has been to add to our growing picture of Bagford as a sig-
nificant collector of his age. By placing his activities within the intellectual agenda of 
Baconian empiricism, we can conclude that he was not simply an “eccentric” shoe-
maker. Bagford valued empirical observation as an epistemological model to justify 
his own collecting practices and antiquarian research; he touted his unique access to 
secondhand books and his mechanical expertise as a means of setting himself apart 
from earlier historians of printing and shoemaking; and as a mobile book runner he 
performed the role of both a “Searcher” of curiosities and a connector of collectors. 
One of his patrons, Samuel Pepys, looms large in the popular imagination, while he 
and the other curious tradesmen who waited upon him have fallen by the wayside. 
Kate Loveman has recently described Pepys as a collector with a “talent for socia-
bility” and a “wide-ranging acquaintance,” though much the same was said about 
Bagford by his contemporaries.135 Such tradesmen were not the social or intellec-
tual equals of their patrons, of course. Steven Shapin’s understanding of tradesmen 
as unreliable counterparts to truthful gentlemen continues to be a useful concept 
for historians interested in issues of “trust,” “credibility,” and “truth.” For the most 
part, Shapin conceived the “master-servant relationship” as a “structural” constraint 
in which knowledge creation “belonged to the culture of gentlemen-masters.”136 
At times Bagford and other tradesmen resemble “invisible technicians” carrying 
out unacknowledged experimentation in scientific workshops, their value depen-
dent upon their employers. It is clear, however, that Bagford was not just a passive 
recipient of gentlemanly credibility; at times “that Honest old man Mr. Bagford” even 
imparted his own credibility onto budding virtuosi seeking permission “to see the 
curiositys of the Royal Society.”137 Despite humble beginnings, Bagford was adept at 
staking out his own valued place in the elite world of the virtuosi.
Nor was Bagford an exception to the rule. There are numerous examples of 
tradesmen making a successful living within virtuoso culture.138 For example, Kirk 
Patrick of Norwich, an assistant to Peter Le Neve, was described as “a mighty genius 
135.  Loveman, “Books and Sociability,” 223–24. For an earlier “ingenious,” “plain and 
illiterate” tradesman with an admirable collection of “books and instruments” see The Diary of 
Samuel Pepys, ed. Robert Latham and William Matthews, 11 vols. (London, 1970–83), October 
23, 1660, 1:272–73.
136.  Shapin, “Who was Robert Hooke?,” 282; Shapin, A Social History of Truth, 376. This 
is not to say that Shapin does not acknowledge the agency of servants within this culture, only 
that he left more to be said on this subject: “the assistant’s presentation of himself might materi-
ally shape the eventual form of the master-servant relationship” (398).
137.  Charlett to Sloane, May 22, 1717, BL, Sloane MS 4044, fol. 288. On the importance 
of receiving recommendations from gentlemen in general, see Shapin, A Social History of Truth, 
400–401.
138.  Sweet, Antiquaries, 58–62; Hanson, The English Virtuoso, 41–42; Joseph M. Levine, 
Dr. Woodward’s Shield: History, Science, and Satire in Augustan England (Berkeley, Calif., 1977), 
93–94.
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for Antiquities considering his education wch has been a linnen draper.”139 George 
Vertue, official engraver to the Society of Antiquaries, was born to “parents rather 
honest than Opulent” and spent time practicing language and dance “to become 
more Sociable amongst his betters.”140 Such tradesmen navigated patron-client 
 relationships, but they also thrived in sociable networks of fellow tradesmen and 
craftsmen. Vertue, John Rowley, and the painter Hugh Howard (all members of Bag-
ford’s network) mingled at the Rose and Crown tavern club established for “Eminent 
Artificers of this Nation.”141 Moreover, the penmen John Sturt, Major Ayres, and 
John Smith called their group the “Brothers of the Quill.”142 After Bagford’s death, 
the antiquarian community came to rely upon other tradesmen book runners and 
antiquaries, such as John Murray (1670/71–1748), son of a “Hounsditch Pawn-broking 
Father,” and the tailor George Ballard (1705/6–1755)—though none quite filled Bag-
ford’s “honest” shoes.143 Later in the eighteenth century, tradesmen with remark-
able abilities became literary curiosities in their own right. Robert Hill (“the famous 
Buckingham Taylor”) and Henry Wild (the “Arabian Taylor”) were auto didacts famed 
for their skill in languages. Accounts of them were always tempered with the same 
language used to praise Bagford: they were “sober,” “humble,” “temperate,” “prudent,” 
“modest,” “diffident,” and without “conceitedness or vanity.”144 No doubt the con-
stant reference to these qualities assisted the transition of virtuoso culture from elite-
dominated spaces into more “popular,” commercial, and urban venues such as the 
coffeehouse. Bagford’s “plain, unaffected, honest simplicity” made him the right sort 
of nonelite entrant into the world of collecting.
Collecting provides a lens through which to study these overlapping issues 
of status, consumption, and knowledge creation. Collecting placed cultural value 
onto previously neglected objects, turning them into “curiosities” and “rarities” that 
added cultural value to their owners. Ballads and playing cards were esteemed as 
collectibles for their antiquarian value as specimens of black-letter typography and 
early printing techniques. Bagford’s antiquarian research and his habit of gifting 
139.  Tanner to Willis, June 6, 1716, Bod., MS Willis 44, fol. 165.
140.  “Vertue’s Autobiography,” in “Vertue Note Books,” special issue, The Walpole Soci-
ety 18 (1929–30): 1–14 at 1; Ilaria Bignamini, “George Vertue, Art Historian, and Art Institutions 
in London, 1689–1768,” The Walpole Society 54 (1988): 1–148 at 5.
141.  John H. Appleby, “A New Perspective on John Rowley, Virtuoso Master of 
Mechanics and Hydraulic Engineer,” Annals of Science 53, no. 1 (1996): 1–27 at 24; Bignamini, 
“George Vertue,” 44, 54–55. Howard painted Bagford’s portrait and evidently gave him access to 
his books to assist in the history of printing. See BL, Harley MS 5896, fol. 14.
142.  Smith to Bagford, April 2, 1706, BL, Harley MS 4966, fol. 145; John Ayres, The 
Tradesman’s Copy-Book (London, 1687), 3.
143.  Richard Rawlinson thought Murray was untrustworthy and took Bagford to have 
been “a much honester Man . . . and more knowing”; R&C, 6:216, 8:407. Hearne disliked Bal-
lard’s neglect of his trade during his pursuits for antiquities; R&C, 9:304, 10:118, 198.
144.  Joseph Spence, A Parallel; in the Manner of Plutarch: between a most celebrated 
Man of Florence; and One, scarce ever heard of in England (London, 1759); The Gentleman’s 
Magazine 25 (London, 1755), 105–6.
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specimens to his clients suggest that he played a role in turning these everyday objects 
into ones that had cultural value. In one important respect, Bagford does support the 
conclusion that tradesmen felt themselves “incompetent to consider topics beyond 
their immediate specialty,” given that his insights into printing and shoemaking 
were based upon his own trade.145 His day-to-day retailing of curiosities may have 
involved a whole variety of objects outside his specialties—as diverse as any cabi-
net of curiosity—but his most original contributions related to the printing trade.146 
Bagford was nevertheless capable of pushing the boundaries of what could be consid-
ered “curious,” despite his scholarly limitations. The same can be said for the medley 
makers. Art historians contextualize medleys within a growing recognition of the 
engraver’s artistic credibility; but the virtuoso language used to praise them, the cli-
ents who prized them, and the antiquarian services their makers performed for these 
clients remind us that their production and consumption was dependent upon col-
lecting networks. Bagford and the medley makers were both concerned with adver-
tising their “intellectual curiosity” in order to improve their retailing opportunities. 
They did so through the “tournament of value,” adding or augmenting the meanings 
attached to the objects they collected, analyzed, and visually reproduced. In doing so, 
they took an active role in shaping the market for collectibles in this period.
Whatever financial success Bagford had in the book trade he, like many a col-
lector, frittered it away indulging his passion. He died “forty pounds & upwards” in 
debt to his creditor, Josiah Clifton, who sold his collection to Humfrey Wanley, acting 
on behalf of Robert Harley.147 Bagford was a widower with one son at sea in the navy; 
he rented his lodgings and therefore lacked the security and status that came from 
being the patriarchal head of a household. Five years earlier Bagford had entered 
Charterhouse Hospital upon the charity of another patron, John Moore. In a small 
bibliographical notebook, there survive three quotations headed “Aphoresimes” that 
show Bagford reflecting on his impoverished old age:
A poore man is A pickture of godes o[w]ne making 
but set in a me[a]ner frame not Giulded 
 
A Deformed man is Gods workmanship, but 
not drawne with evin Lines and lively colers 
 
Naturall Defectes are not ye mackers fau- 
lt: but ye Creatures [creator’s] pleasure148
145.  Hunter, Science and Society, 75.
146.  Although Bagford was involved in archeological digs in and around London, 
offering original insights into prehistoric weaponry. Bagford, “A Letter to the Publisher,” 64.
147.  Probate inventory of John Bagford’s possessions, London Metropolitan Archives, 
DL/C/B/062/MS09183/060. Incorrectly catalogued as /010.
148.  BL, Sloane MS 923, fol. 67v (unaltered orthography). Quotes originating in 
Thomas Fuller, The Holy State (London, 1642), 190–91, 10.
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These are the only commonplace quotations in the notebook, representing a rare 
moment when Bagford “set pen to paper” to record something resembling an inner 
life. A more optimistic picture of Bagford’s life at Charterhouse was painted by his 
intimate friend, John Bullord. In dire financial straits himself, Bullord confided 
in Bagford that he “found almost every body besides your selfe false or at least not 
come up to what they pretend to.”149 Bullord seems to suggest that the ever-restless 
Mr. Bagford found some peace in his last lodgings:
I heartily congratulate [you], and were you less my friend, shou’d envy 
your retirement from a world which scarce affords anything but bustle, 
hurry, noise and nonsence; and being secure of all that a man of years 
and experience can wish, a quiet remainder of life: this has ever been the 
wish of all wise men, and will continue so to be, as long as any wisdom is 
left in the world.150
Bagford may have been praised for his “unaffected” nature by Hearne and his lack of 
falsehood by Bullord but, even in retirement, we get a sense that he and his friends 
were shrewdly aware of how to present themselves to the outside world. On the one 
hand, Bagford’s retirement resembled that of his Elizabethan predecessor John Stow, 
who died in poverty despite (as later antiquaries pointed out) his valuable contri-
butions to learning.151 On the other, Bagford’s final years were a kind of Ciceronian 
retirement: the gentleman “active and productive amongst his books.” His patron, 
Pepys, described himself in these terms to put a positive gloss onto his forced retire-
ment after the Glorious Revolution.152 So, despite Bagford’s private reflections on 
what might be considered an impoverished retirement, he continued his antiquarian 
activities with vigor and had his closet at Charterhouse fitted with bookshelves and 
other furnishings to house his collections.153 And after decades of diligently serving 
his virtuoso patrons, in his final year the honest tradesman achieved the status of 
“Dr. John Bagford, Patron of Printing,” a title printed onto a visitor card received at 
the King’s Printer. Whether Bagford gave himself this grandiose title or was awarded 
it by another, we cannot say.154
149.  Bullord to Bagford, August 3, 1703, BL, Harley MS 4966, fol. 150.
150.  Bullord to Bagford, April 11, 1711, BL, Harley MS 5910 IV, fol. 69.
151.  Theodor Harmsen, Antiquarianism in the Augustan Age: Thomas Hearne, 1678–
1735 (Oxford, 2000), 119.
152.  Loveman, “Books and Sociability,” 226.
153.  LMA, DL/C/B/062/MS09183/060 shows additional debts of 8l. 2s. 6d. to Arthur 
Obsorne, upholsterer. Receipts at BL, Harley MS 5998, fols. 90, 101. Ralph Thoresby was one 
prominent collector who paid a visit to these lodgings. The Diary of Ralph Thoresby, 2:150.
154.  BL, Harley 5936 (18).
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